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society. To do so, I will connect the inscriptions to 
their archaeological context in an effort to view the 
inscriptions as a part of the Norse material culture.
The best example of a fruitful interplay between 
text and context – philology and archaeology – is 
a little wooden stick, which is often referred to as 
Gudveig’s stick (fig. 1). The inscription reads ‘This 
woman, who was called Gudveig, was laid over-
board in the Greenland sea.’ From the text, we can 
deduce a couple of things. With all probability the 
inscription was carved in Greenland. However, it 
seems that the rune carver was Norwegian. The 
orthography in the inscription presents an h-rune 
used for the spirant g-sound in the name ‘Gudveig’, 
which is quite in keeping with Norwegian finds. 
The only example in Norse Greenland for this phe-
Around 1000 years ago, southern Greenland was 
settled from the south and west by Norsemen look-
ing for more land. The settlement lasted about 500 
years, and the Norsemen lived as traditional farmers 
in the North Atlantic. Thanks to favourable preser-
vation conditions in Greenland, the material culture 
from the Norse period is well-preserved, and among 
other things we are presented with a goldmine of 
inscriptions in the national museums in Greenland 
and Denmark, which give us a unique opportunity 
to describe the tradition of writing as it looked in 
a rural society in the Middle Ages. Most of the in-
scriptions were executed in runes, while a small per-
centage was executed in Latin letters. In this paper, I 
will present some ideas for how to deal with the use 
of runes and the tradition of writing in an agrarian 
the tradition of writing in norse greenland 
– writing in an agrarian coMMunity
Lisbeth M. Imer
Fig. 1. Gudveig’s stick with the text ‘This woman, who was called Gudveig, was laid overboard in the Greenland sea.’ Drawing: The 
author.
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nomenon is the Gudveig inscription (Stoklund 
1993: 533). The text also tells us that the woman 
must have been on board a ship when she died, and 
she did not have a proper funeral. If the stick had 
been a stray find like so many other artefacts, we 
would not have been able to learn more about this 
situation, but luckily the stick was found in the bot-
tom of a coffin in the churchyard at Herjolfsnes (fig. 
2). Apparently, the coffin was empty – the only ob-
ject found in the grave was this wooden stick with 
the inscription. So it seems that the object served 
as a substitute for the woman who died at sea – to 
guarantee the resurrection of the body and eternal 
life. The body was viewed as a temple for the Holy 
Spirit, and the body was to be inhumed – not cre-
mated or eaten by fish – in order to resurrect. It tells 
us that medieval Norsemen took the word of the 
Bible seriously, and we would not have come quite 
as far in these conclusions if the stick and its context 
were not preserved.
the distribution of script
The Norse settlements in Greenland were separated 
in two colonies, the Eastern and Western settle-
ments respectively (fig. 3). The Eastern settlement 
was the larger of the two with roughly 500 farms, 
whereas the Western settlement comprised approxi-
mately 75 farms.
We have a fairly good overview of the geographi-
cal distribution of the Norse farms, as they are in 
many cases still visible as ruins in the landscape (fig. 
4), but archaeological investigations have been car-
ried out in only a small percentage of the ruins. In 
an attempt to find out how widespread script was 
in the community, I have done a small investigation 
into where one could expect to find runes in Norse 
Greenland. Taking the Western settlement as an 
Fig. 2. Gudveig’s empty coffin in the churchyard at Herjolf-
snes. Photo: The National Museum of Denmark.
Fig. 3. Distribution map of the Norse settlement in Medieval 
Greenland. Illustration: Gulløv et al. 2004.
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Fig. 4. The well-preserved ruin at Tingimiut, the Eastern settlement. Drawing: The National Museum of Denmark.
Fig. 5. The number of ruins in the western settlement (indi-
cated with red dots), and the investigated ruins of the western 
settlement (indicated by blue dots). Illustration: The author on 
the background of Gulløv et al. 2004.
Fig. 6. The number of ruins in the western settlement (indi-
cated by red dots), and the sites where runic inscriptions have 
been found (indicated by blue dots). Illustration: The author on 
the background of Gulløv et al. 2004.
Nordlige verdener Ombr 25.6.indd   341 14/08/14   12.25
342 interactions – objects and exchange lisbeth M. iMer
rated in the analyses. They might indicate which 
groups of artefacts were more important in the tra-
dition of writing, and they are crucial components 
in the aspects of the social distribution of script. At 
present, 170 objects with runes – single runes and 
longer inscriptions – can be detected in the Green-
landic material, but it is possible that many more 
are yet to be found. In any case, the 170 objects 
with runes is only a small percentage of what was 
originally there.
If the duration of the settlement was around 500 
years and the number of inscriptions is 170, one in-
scription would have been carved every third year. It 
is evident that the tradition of writing cannot be kept 
alive for centuries if the knowledge and know-how 
is not used and practiced on a weekly or even a daily 
basis. Of course, the original number of inscriptions 
must have been much higher, maybe thousands. 
René Derolez made some numerical estimates on the 
first three centuries of runic writing (c. 150-450 AD) 
and has reached the conclusion that the surviving 
example, it is evident that runic inscriptions have 
been unearthed in almost every case where investi-
gations have taken place (fig. 5 and 6). And in some 
instances, runic inscriptions have been collected as 
stray finds, even in cases where only field surveys 
have been carried out.
This leads to two observations: it seems that ru-
nic writing was a rather widespread phenomenon in 
the medieval Norse community in Greenland, and 
that it can be expected that runic inscriptions will 
be found at almost every future archaeological exca-
vation of a Norse settlement in Greenland. 
In fact, the excavations in Gardar in the summer 
of 2012 carried out by a co-operative of research-
ers from Greenland, Iceland, the United States, and 
Denmark, revealed seven new runic inscriptions on 
small pieces of wood. They were found in a part 
of the farm where preservation conditions were ex-
tremely good – in a layer of debris.
the material
The number of artefacts with runes in Greenland 
is constantly increasing. We have already heard of 
seven new inscriptions in Gardar but finds of runes 
can also be retrieved from the archives, where they 
have led an unnoticed life; these are mostly artefacts 
with single runes or bind-runes. The number of in-
scriptions depends on what should be classified as 
‘an inscription’. More than half of the material is 
not very interesting from a linguistic point of view, 
consisting of single runes (fig. 7) and fragments of 
inscriptions (fig. 8). Still, they are important aspects 
of the tradition of writing and should be incorpo-
Fig. 7. Bone pin from The Farm beneath the Sand, the Western settlement, with a single rune þ combined with a cross. Drawing: 
The author.
Fig. 8. Fragment of a wooden bowl from Austmannadal, 
the Western settlement, with a fragmented inscription. 
Drawing: The author.
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lously or are written with such great knowledge of 
runic writing that the rune carver must have prac-
tised his or her writing continuously before ending 
up with a beautiful result. This is the case with the 
wooden stave, maybe a wooden lid, with a woman’s 
name Bjôrg (fig. 9). The inscription is carried out 
as knot runes or band runes, which points toward 
some practising beforehand. Also a barrel’s stave 
from Sandnes suggests practising (fig. 10). It carries 
two different names evidently written in two differ-
ent hands, indicating that two different rune carvers 
have been at work. The first rune carver has writ-
ten his name with ordinary medieval runes talkr 
Dalkr, but the second carver has started off with a 
cryptic or an encoded rune 3/6 = k and spelled out 
the rest of his name k(3/6)uttorm Guðþormr. The 
reasons for carving with cryptic or encoded runes 
are debatable, but it seems that they were used to 
draw attention to a special part of the text and to 
underline that the rune carver was rather skilled 
(cf. Barnes 2012: 144). The presence of cryptic or 
encoded runes shows that skilled rune carvers were 
material amounts to no more than between 10 and 
20 inscriptions per century, or one every five to ten 
years (Derolez 1981: 19). This very much resembles 
the picture with the Greenlandic inscriptions. De-
rolez goes on to speculate on the original number of 
inscriptions. It is impossible to sort out how many 
rune writers there were at work in Scandinavia (and 
parts of the Continent) in the Iron Age, but if there 
were a dozen carving an average of one inscription a 
month, they must have produced more than 40,000 
inscriptions in three centuries (ibid.: 20).
Of course, there would have been skilful and less 
skilful rune carvers in any given rune writing soci-
ety; there would have been people who had prac-
tised writing a lot, and people who practised only 
little or never learned how to write. A skilful rune 
carver would have produced many inscriptions in 
order to practise, and skilful rune carvers were at 
work in Norse Greenland, indeed. Turning to these 
inscriptions, we can also find evidence that the ac-
tual number of inscriptions must have been huge. 
Some of the inscriptions are carried out so meticu-
Fig. 9. Wooden lid for a box(?) from The Farm beneath the Sand in the western settlement with the woman’s name Bjôrg written on 
it. Note the meticulously carved runes carried out like knots on a rope. Drawing: The author.
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uncovered as stray finds thanks to the portable an-
tiquities legislation and the skilled and experienced 
people using metal detectors. The Greenlandic in-
scriptions fill an important gap in the find situa-
tions for runic inscriptions from farming societies 
at the locations where they have been created and 
used. This is why the Greenlandic inscriptions are 
so important, not only in contributing to the his-
tory of the Norse settlement in Greenland, but also 
as a contribution to the understanding of medieval 
runic writing in general.
dating
The chronology of artefacts from medieval Green-
land is not well established. Many of the sites were 
excavated in the 19th and beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, where modern excavation techniques were un-
known. Stratigraphic excavations were not in com-
mon use, as many excavations exclusively focused 
on finding the dwelling in order to retrieve as many 
finds as possible. Additionally, many of the artefacts 
have been found during surface surveys with no 
trace of their original location. During the 1990s 
and 2000s, there have been two major excavations, 
namely The Farm beneath the Sand and E34, Qor-
lortup Itinnera, in the western and eastern settle-
ments respectively. These excavations have revealed 
a number of runic inscriptions which can be dated 
archaeologically, but the majority of inscriptions 
must be dated by means of typology. Generally, 
indeed present in medieval Greenland. So what we 
have preserved of the Greenlandic inscriptions is the 
tip of the iceberg; a material that invites us in for a 
brief glimpse of medieval people’s lives, names, be-
liefs and, in some cases, how intelligent and skilled 
they were.
This has some quite interesting implications for 
research in runic writing in a European – or at least 
North Atlantic – perspective. The Norse Green-
landers lived as traditional farmers as one would 
expect to find them all over Northern Europe in 
the Middle Ages. This implies that Greenland – be-
cause of the preservation conditions – provides us 
with the opportunity to study a medieval society 
at close range, in this case a rural society. As re-
gards runic inscriptions and the tradition of writ-
ing as a whole, this kind of material does not exist 
in so many other corners of Northern Europe. In 
the Faroe Islands, we know of around 10 runic in-
scriptions (Stoklund 2005) and in Iceland, around 
50 or 60 (Snaedal 2012). One can only begin to 
imagine what could be found if the preservation 
conditions were as good on these islands as in 
Greenland. In Denmark, Norway and Sweden, me-
dieval inscriptions are found first and foremost in 
the cities and in connection with churches. In Nor-
way, the inscriptions from the wharf at Bergen are 
very famous; more than 600 inscriptions have been 
uncovered on the site. In Denmark and Sweden, 
many inscriptions have been found on church walls 
and, in Denmark especially, runic inscriptions are 
Fig. 10. Wooden barrel’s stave from Sandnes, the Western settlement with two names on it, Dalkr and Guðþormr. The runes used 
reveal for us that two carvers have been at work on the same piece of wood. The second carver has been very skilled in runic writ-
ing, as he has used an encoded or cryptic rune as the first rune k in his name. Drawing: The author.
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1998: 10) (fig. 12a, b). It was found during the ex-
cavation of Qorlortup Itinnera and has been dated 
to the 12th or 13th century by means of archaeologi-
cal stratigraphy and 14C (Georg Nyegaard, personal 
comment). It presents the first evidence of poetic 
writing in Greenland and reveals some of the oral 
tradition, which is difficult to grasp by archaeo-
logical methods. Most of the inscriptions belong to 
the 13th and 14th century; the inscriptions mostly 
have a religious character, like the prayer stick from 
Sandnes with an inscription that says ‘Hail Mary, 
full of grace’ (fig. 13a, b). This particular object 
has been dated by the comparison of the inscrip-
tion with other objects. In Northern Europe, rosary 
beads are connected to the Dominican monks, and 
therefore it is hardly suitable to place these kinds of 
inscriptions before c. 1200 AD.
the preserved material first and foremost originates 
from the 13th and 14th centuries.
The earliest inscriptions are few; for example 
the wooden shaft from Sandnes with a man’s name 
Helgi (fig. 11). It has been dated to the 11th or 12th 
century by means of typology and archaeology. The 
animal’s head is very similar to the heads on the 
gaming pieces ‘The Lewis Chessmen’, which have 
been dated to the second part of the 12th century 
(Robinson 2004: 14). Another indication of the age 
of the object is that it was found in the very lowest 
layers of the settlement, which is believed to have 
been founded around 1000 AD. This is confirmed 
by 14C datings. Another early inscription from 
Greenland is a little carved piece of wood with a 
rather long text. Part of the text is comparable to a 
known lausavísa from the Faroe Islands (Stoklund 
Fig. 11. The wooden handle from Sandnes with a man’s name Helgi. It is dated to the 11th or 12th century. Drawing: The author.
Fig. 12a and b. Wooden stick from 
Qorlortup Itinnera with a long inscrip-
tion. Part of it can be compared with 
a Faroese lausavísa. It is dated to the 
12th or 13th century. Photo: The Na-
tional Museum of Denmark.
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the two writing systems were in parallel use well 
into the Middle Ages. 
The runes were employed for expressing both 
the vernacular and the Latin language. The Latin 
texts are always phrases from the Bible or Christian 
prayers, sometimes misunderstood like the inscrip-
tion on the little wooden fish from Umarviiarsuk 
(fig. 14a, b) (see further in Imer 2012 and Stoklund 
1994: 156). Only one of the inscriptions in Latin 
objects and inscriptions
Most of the material is runic, but a few Latin letter 
inscriptions have been uncovered. These are mainly 
found on the large farms at Herjolfsnes and Gardar. 
Although few in number, Latin letter inscriptions 
should be included in the analysis of the tradition 
of writing. The Latin letter inscriptions reveal for us 
a tradition of writing in constant movement, and 
they are important in that they demonstrate that 
Fig. 13a and b. Prayer stick from 
Sandnes, the Western settlement with 
the inscription ‘Hail Mary, full of grace’. 
Photo: Arnold Mikkelsen, The National 
Museum of Denmark.
Fig. 14a and b. Wooden amulet in the 
shape of a fish from Umiviiarsuk. The 
runic text is probably an attempt to 
write verse 49 of Psalm 119 from the 
Vulgate ‘Remember thy word unto thy 
servant, upon which thou hast caused 
me to hope.’ Photo: Arnold Mikkelsen, 
National Museum of Denmark.
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‘Hail Mary’ formula is known only as Ave Maria, 
and in the world wide runic corpus there is no ver-
sion of it in the vernacular.
Inscriptions were put on all kinds of domestic 
utensils, wooden bowls and tools. They were put 
on objects belonging to the religious sphere, like 
amulets, crosses and grave stones, all this indicating 
that writing was an integral part of daily life. But 
one thing that is striking is the number of runes on 
objects used in textile production. They account for 
more than 60 objects, which is more than one third 
of the material. This particular tradition is clearly 
medieval; In the Iron and Viking Ages runes prac-
tically never appear on objects for textile produc-
tion. Generally, the inscriptions on these objects in 
Greenland are religious, or they are combined with 
religious symbols like crosses. It might indicate that 
spinning and weaving was connected to religious 
beliefs, and that this task was protected by reli-
gious formulae and symbols. The making of cloth 
was an important part of the daily chores; not only 
was it necessary to produce cloth for dressing, cloth 
was also indispensable for sails, for the packing of 
shows an active use of Latin, namely the mould for 
a spindle whorl from Gardar with the fragmentary 
inscription Didricus me pose… ‘Didrik owns me’ 
(fig. 15).  This indicates that most rune writers were 
not skilled in the Latin language – they could not 
speak and use it actively in communication. Only 
at the very largest farms like Gardar there were at-
tempts to use Latin in other means of communica-
tion than the strictly religious.
In some cases, the vernacular and the Latin lan-
guage were mixed in the same inscription or on the 
same object, e.g. one of the crosses from Herjolfsnes 
which bears an inscription in both the vernacular 
and the Latin language (fig. 16). This has implica-
tions for the re-interpretation of inscriptions such 
as the wooden stick from Qorlortup Itinnera, which 
in my view contains a Christian formula to expel or 
prevent a disease (Imer 2011). There is no evidence 
that the Norsemen thought of religious Latin texts 
as expressing a different language. It is possible that 
in time the religious formulae and prayers became 
so incorporated in language and daily life that this 
was just the normal way of expressing faith, e.g. the 
Fig. 15. Steatite mould for a spindle whorl with the Latin letter and Latin language inscription ‘Didrik owns me’. Drawing: The author.
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placed on daily life objects, such as loom weights 
and spindle whorls with Latin texts like ‘Pray for 
us’ and Ave Maria, or steatite potsherds with single 
words like Ave. This indicates that religion influ-
enced every part of daily life, from the daily chores 
to the consuming of meals. Other texts are not in 
any way religious, but they show the vital impor-
tance of religion, namely the inscriptions that are 
put on household utensils in connection with a 
cross or any other kind of Christian symbols, e.g. 
the Tree of Life.
Now, the question remains if we are not to in-
terpret the damaged inscriptions or single runes and 
crosses on other utensils – first and foremost the 
loom weights and spindle whorls – on the basis of 
these religious objects and inscriptions. Many of the 
loom weights carry single m-runes, maybe short for 
the Virgin Mary, whose name is found on so many 
other objects. Other loom weights carry complicat-
ed bind-runes that can be interpreted as abbrevia-
tions of Ave (fig. 17) (Imer 2011).
contacts with the outside world
The Norse Greenland was not an isolated society (cf. 
Stoklund 1993). Several inscriptions tell us about 
the contacts across the North Atlantic – not only in 
their textual content, but in the way the runes are 
carried out. One example is one of the newly discov-
ered inscriptions from the 2012 excavation at Gard-
ar; an amulet with an Ave Maria inscription (fig. 18). 
The runes are carried out as very complicated liga-
tures – meaning that two or more runes share one 
main stave. This way of writing runes is quite rare, 
goods, for tarpaulin, and for carpets for walls and 
benches (Arneborg 2004: 271-272).
The object onto which the inscription is added 
is one thing; the inscriptions themselves another. If 
we consider the evidence of the inscriptions, it is 
remarkable that so many inscriptions are religious. 
Of course, religious texts could be placed on ob-
jects from the religious sphere, but they were also 
Fig. 16. Wooden cross from Herjolfsnes with a runic inscrip-
tion in both the vernacular and the Latin language ‘Jesus 
Christ help’ and ‘Christ is born to us’. Drawing: The author.
Fig. 17. Loom weight with runes on both sides. On the first 
side is a cross with branches on either side, which can be 
interpreted as Ave, and on the other side a large m-rune, pos-
sibly an abbreviation for Maria. Drawing: The author.
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and other items (cf. Knirk 1994: 201). The use of 
single runes also show that the Norse Greenlanders 
preferred some variations over other, e.g. the dot-
ted t-rune which occurs in two general variants d 
and D. The latter is found in all the Greenlandic in-
scriptions, apart from one single inscription on a 
gravestone in Gardar, which has the variant d (in the 
but it is found on an object in a completely differ-
ent part of the world, namely in Sigtuna in Sweden 
on a piece of bone with a ‘play on words’ kind of 
inscription sis=a=sik=h=s=ais=a=sik=s=ais. What 
leaps to the eye is the repetition of the sequences 
sa and sik. In English, the inscription reads: ‘Look! 
He who saw himself in the tub, he saw himself in 
the ice’ (Källström 2010). Interestingly, this kind 
of play on words is also found in one of the Green-
landic texts, namely on the famous wooden stick 
from Narsaq with the text o : sa : sa : sa : is : o sa 
: sat ‘On a tub saw he, who sat on a tub’ (fig. 19) 
(Helgasson 1977). Again, the repetition of the se-
quence sa is used. The pun in the inscriptions is the 
use of the word sa sá, which has different meanings: 
sá ‘saw’ (past tense of sjá), sá ‘he’ or ‘it’, and sá ‘tub’ 
(acc. of sár).
Concerning the form of runes, there is also some 
evidence of contact. On the wooden spoon from 
Narsarsuaq (fig. 20), the runes are carried out as 
complicated knots. It has parallels all over Scandi-
navia, e.g. in the Borgund stave church in Norway, 
on a rune stone fragment in Gästrikland in Sweden 
Fig. 18. Wooden piece from Gardar with a Hail Mary formula. 
The runes are cut very meticulously with long slender lines, 
and the rune carver has gone to great efforts to combine the 
runes in ligatures so that up to four or five runes are repre-
sented in one single figure. Drawing: The author.
Fig. 19. The wooden stick from Nar-
saq, which (among other) contains the 
text ‘On a tub saw he, who sat on a 
tub.’ Drawing: The author.
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down to us thanks to the preservation conditions, 
which are better in Greenland than anywhere else. 
The distribution of inscriptions shows that there 
was a rather widespread knowledge of writing, since 
objects with runes have been found at even the 
smallest farms. Furthermore, comparing the pre-
served number of inscriptions with the duration of 
the Norse settlement tells us that the original num-
ber of inscriptions must have been much higher and 
counted in thousands. This is also clear from the 
textual contents and the technical outline of cer-
tain inscriptions; the best rune carvers must have 
practised regularly in order to produce the finest 
inscriptions.
The dating of Norse material in Greenland is dif-
ficult and so is the dating of the inscriptions. How-
ever, most of the inscriptions belong to the 13th and 
14th centuries, so in reality we are presented with a 
glimpse of the tradition of writing in the High Mid-
dle Ages, whereas we have only  a couple of inscrip-
tions preserved from the earliest settlement period.
The language used was the vernacular. Latin was 
almost only used in phrases and quotations from 
the Bible in personal adornment and similar. Writ-
ing included practice inscriptions, name tags, and 
verses, but the paramount use of writing was reli-
gious. The number of religious inscriptions by far 
name Vígdís), and it seems that the Norse Green-
landers, like the Icelanders, preferred the variant 
where the dot is placed on the rune’s main stave. 
In Norway, however, the preferred variant was the 
one with the dot placed between the main stave and 
the branch, and it is tempting to see a connection 
between the buried woman in Gardar and Norway. 
Being the bishop’s seat in Greenland, Gardar must 
have had a closer contact to Norway than the rest of 
the Greenlandic farms could have had.
All these examples of similar use of runes and 
play on words are evidence of continuous contact 
with the outside world, not only in the North At-
lantic but in the Scandinavian countries as well. 
The contact is reflected in the use of runes as well 
as in the oral tradition exemplified by the play-on-
words inscriptions. They bear witness to a common 
tradition of writing in large areas of the Northern 
Worlds, and this evidence fits well with the knowl-
edge we have of cross-Atlantic contact in Greenland 
(Arneborg 2004: 268).
Conclusion
The Greenlandic runic material gives us an idea of 
what the tradition of writing was all about in dai-
ly life in the countryside. The material is handed 
Fig. 20. Wooden spoon from Narsarsuaq with runes carried out as knots. Photo: The National Museum of Denmark.
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exceeds the inscriptions with other intentions. Even 
those inscriptions that are not religious in them-
selves have associations with religion, as they are 
furnished with crosses or similar symbols. The most 
frequent type among the religious inscriptions is 
the Marian inscriptions which appear on household 
utensils of various kinds, but most frequently on 
objects from textile production, which was one of 
the most important fields of work in Norse Green-
land.
Both the textual contents and the way the runes 
are carried out show similarities with finds from 
other parts of the North Atlantic and Scandinavia. 
This is evidence of a lively contact, which is also 
witnessed from other sources, e.g. archaeology. The 
language and the rune forms both demonstrate 
a uniform development in the Norse society in 
Greenland and other Nordic agrarian communi-
ties. From social anthropological studies (e.g. Halb-
wachs 1992), we know that identity is created and 
maintained through, for example, language and re-
ligion. The tradition of runic writing in Greenland 
reflects the preservation of a traditional farmer’s set 
of values, as we would expect to find them in other 
parts of the North Atlantic and in Scandinavia, and 
in this set of values, Christianity played the leading 
role. The runic inscriptions reflect a part of the so-
cial memory that was vital for maintaining the tra-
ditional community in a corner of the world, which 
must have been desolate and remote, if not from 
the Norse Greenlanders point of view, then at least 
from a southern perspective.
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